FORT OF KALINJAR 
AND ITS MEDIEVAL STRUCTURES 

Mohd Saliin Zaweed 

The Celebrated hill fort of Kalinjar 1 (Kalanjar) is presently situated in the 
village of Tarahati under the Naraini tahsil(District Ban da) around 20 miles 
south west of tahsil and 33 miles south east of Banda in Bundelkhand 
region in Uttar Pradesh on the border with Madhya Pradesh. 2 It stands on 
an isolated flat-topped hill of the Vindhya Range, which rises to a height 
of 244m. above the plain. 3 The fort is aligned in an east -west direction, 
being nearly a mile in length and half a mile in breadth. Built on strong 25- 
30 metre wide foundations, this Chandela fort has a height of around 30-25 
metre with a summit which is 8 metres wide. It has a length of 7.5 k.m. The 
material used in its construction is the large sand stone and granite pieces 
put over each other with an occasional use of lime mortar as cementing 
material. 

Nizamuddin writes that, "this fort was unparalleled in the whole of 
Hindustan for strength". 4 Similarly Arif Qandhari, describing this fort 
writes: 

"Kalinjar is one of the strongest and highest forts of Hindustan. Its 
edifices too were the envy of paradise, its balconies were likewisethe 
envy thereof, its crenelles excelled the constellation plebeians (in 
Turus) and the depth of its moats was greater than even the very bottom 
of the earth. The breeze, carrying the clouds trembles to touch its 
courtyards, and the world covering lightining too genuflects its knee 
in its depth". 5 

In the similar fashion, Hasan Nizami(A.D. 1205-12 17)gives the account 
of investment of Kalinjar by Qutubuddin Aibek 6 in his Tajul-Maathir 
states that: 

"The fort of Kalinjar which was celebrated throughout the world for 
being as strong as the wall of Alexander was taken". 7 

Abul Fazl, too praises the fort of Kalinjar to a great extent. 8 

According to Ferishta, Kalinjar was founded by Raja Kedar , a 
contemporary of Mahmud. 9 But the first person of note in connection 
with Kalinjar, according to the local tradition, was Chandra Brim or 
Varman, the reputed ancestor of the celebrated Chandel family of Rajputs. 
Subsequently, he laid the foundation of the fort of Kalinjar. 

Oral tradition recorded by Vincent Smith 10 states that Bundelkhand 
or Jejakabhukti 11 was occupied by the Gaharwars and after them by 
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Pratiharas 12 before the Chandellas 13 came to it. 14 Sometime before 954 A.D., 
Kalinjar passed into the hands of the Chandellas, with whom the city and 
fort of Kalinjar are closely identified. In fact Kalinjar with its strong fortress, 
Ajaigarh with its palace and Khajuraho with its magnificient temples, are 
usually regarded as the military, civil & religious Capitals of the Chandellas. 
The first King of this family who founded the kingdom is said in this record 
to be Nannuka, whose reign from 831 to 850 A. D. Nizamuddin andFirista 
however mentions that the forces of Mahammad of Ghazni encircled the 
fort in 1023 15 ,but soon there was a treaty of peace between Muhammad 
and King, when Prithviraj Chauhan defeated the Chandels shifted their 
capital to Kalinjar fort from Mahoba. Qutubuddin Aibek captured the fort 
in 1203 1G .Some time by the end of the 13 th century the fort passed into the 
hands of the Bundelas. Ultimately Humayun from 1530 to 1545 kept 
continuous attempts to capture the fort. 17 

The fort was subsequently captured by the Surs in a famous battle 
fought in 1545 in which Sher Shah lost his life. 18 The author of Tarikh- 
i Daudi describes the efforts of SherShah during a period of seven 
months, to capture Kalinjar. After his accidental death, his son Jalal 
Khan took the fort and coronated himself and assumed the title of Islam 
Shah. In the time of the disturbance of the Afghans, Raja Ram Chand, 
Raja of Panna, bought it from Bijli Khan, the adopted son of Bihar Khan 
for a large sum. 19 Mughal re-occupation of Kalinjar under Akbar took 
place in A.D. 1569, under Majnun khan Qaqsal and the area was granted 
as jagir to Raja Birbal, one of the Nine Jewel's of Akbar. 20 Under Akbar, 
Kalinjar formed one of the nine Sarkars(d/str;cts) of suba 
Allahabad(J/ahabas). 21 Towards the end of the reign of Aurangzeb, when 
he was campaigning the Deccan, the Bundela chief Chhatrasal captured 
Kalinjar in 1700. 22 Finally the fort of Kalinjar passed to the British hands 
in 1812. Before the capture of Kalinjar fort by the British, the fort was 
held by the Chaubes. 

Here an attempt is being made to present a report of a survey of 
medieval structures within the Kalinjar fort. 23 During 16 th and early 
seventeenth centuries an architectural tradition developed in the region 
of Bundelkhand which is now referred to as the Budela style of 
architecture. The beginning of this style goes back to Rana 
Kumbha(1428-68) who as early as the middle of the fifteenth century 
construct a palace at Chitorgarh. Further progress was made under the 
patronage of the Sultan of Mandu who at Chanderi erected a number of 
buildings which in their distinctive style became the model for the 
developing architecture of Bundelkhand. This style, as it finally 
developed is based on the contemporary productions of the Sultans of 
Delhi, overlaid with elements of indigenous Indian extrations to suit the 
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taste, mode of living and traditions of the Rajput rulers. 24 They represent 
an occasion when the demand created the supply, for it is quite clear 
that the intelligent patronage accorded to them by the ruling powers 
brought out the genius of the local workmen. The fine flowering of which 
is still illustrated by these grand palaces. 

An exploration of the fort of Kalinjar reveals at least forty structures 
of which 22 are religious and 15 are secularf See Map I]. Among the 
religious structures, kunds(water tanks dominated) followed by a few 
temples, two mosques and two tombs. Among the secular structures there 
are eight gateways and seven palaces. 

Although it is quite difficult to 
date most of these structures, however, 
from their styles, names and 
references, it can be safely surmised 
that most of the prominent gateways, 
starting with the Alamgir Darwaza 
[no. 1, Plate I] to the Bada Darwaza 
belong to the late Mughal period: they 
reveal the typical architectural features 
and styles of the Mughal portals. Some 
of these gateways are in the form of 
grand-portals, aiwans, having the I 
typical arch-and-panel articulation 
with a large deeply recessed and four- 1 
centred central arch flanked with] 
raised platforms(chabutaras) on the 
sides. The terrace of the portals are | 
graced with merlons and 
battlements[Plate II]. Rossettes on 
rectangular bases are embraced on the 
spandrils of most of these gateways. 
On one of the gates, the Bada Darwaza 
[no. 9, See Plate III] cupolas decorated 
the sides of the gate. Quite reminiscent 
of the Akbari architecture, some of 
these are arcuated from the exterior plate I 
and trabeated from the internal side. 
The Chabutaras flanking the gates are 

typically decorated with strings of inverted bud rrromlcmd decorated 
brackets. 
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The Budhabhadra gateway 
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Plate IV 




[no. 4, Plate IV], is however trabeated 
from both the sides. It is raised with 
the help of carved rectangular columns 
surmounted with heavy brackets. The 
carvings are in the form of geometrical 
designs and patterns. 

The two mosques within the fort, 
on the other hand appear to date to an 
earlier period. The Qanati Mosque 
[no. 23, Plan I & Plate V] reveals few 
features prominent during the Tughlaq 
period in the form of cyclopean 
rounded bastions and pointed arches. 
The qibla wall is marked by a triple- 
arched screen, the central arch of 
which is higher than the two flanking 
arches. Carved pilasters, tapering 
turrets and heaving lime pilaster, are Plate V 

other prominent features of this mosque. Inverted lotus motifs cover the 
domical endings of the turrets. The only inscription which decorates 
this structure is an a rectangular panel in the form of a taq, which one 
generallyencounters during the structures built during the reign of 
lahangir. This inscription however does not contain any date. It is a 
religious incantation invoking the name of 'Ali, the ' nad-i AW . It appears 
that this small mosque was initially constructed sometime during the 
Tughluq period and renovated and rebuilt sometime during the reign of 
lahangir. 

The second mosque, known as the 
mosque of Islam Shah [no. 21. See Plan 
II & Plate VI] is situated north bank 
of Kot Tirth. The western prayer 
chamber of the mosque is totally 
trabeated. It is seven aisled and three 
bays deep. The mimbar of the mosque 
is situated just in the middle of the 
mosques in front of a rear-projected 
wall which probably could have been 
the central mihrab. Two smaller mihrabs with ogee fflateVflank this on 
both sides. An inscription carved on a pillar shaft attributes the 
construction of the masjid-i jami' to Islam Shah, the son of Sher Shah 
'also converted the place from darul harb to darul Islam'. It is also 
interesting to note that no pillar-shaft in this mosque similar: some of the 
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shafts are circular, the others square, some broad, others slender[See plan]. 
This mosque appears to have been constructed with the help of re-used 
materials. It further appears that some other structure was converted into 
a mosque. 

The seven palace structures within 
the fort probably belong to the late- 
Mughal period. All of them are 
constructed with rubble stones covered 
with thick layer of lime mortar. 

A palace constructed in the middle 
of the fort near the water reservoir 
known as Kot Tirth, is known as the 
Aman Singh Palace [no.20,See Plan III 
& Plate VII]. We know that Aman 
Singh Bundela was a grand grandson 
of Chhatarsal who succeeded to the 
throne in 1752. 25 The next palace to 
be constructed appears to be the so- 
called 'Rani Mahal' situated in the 
north of the fort [no. 27, See plan IV & 
Plate VIII]. The Chaube Mahal, 
[no. 28, Plan V & Plate IX]by popular 

legend, was constructed by Kaim 
ji Chaube, the qila'dar sometime 
during the late 18 th Century. The other 
palaces, viz. the 'Rang 
Mahal'[no.38,Plan VI & Plate X]., 
'VenkatBihariMahal'[no.27, Plan VII 
& Plate XI], 'the Zakira Mahal' 
[no.39]and 'Moti Mahal' [no.40]were 
built sometime in between the Aman 
Singh Palace and Chaube Mahal. 



It is quite interesting to note that 
all these structures are double storied 
and constructed on a plan which 
rotates around a centrally located 
courtyard. 

Built of rubble stones covered 
with a heavy layer of lime-mortar, all 
these palaces are decorated with 
cupolas (Chhatris), bangle roofs, 
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drooping eaves, heavy brackets, multi-foliated cusped arches, baluster 
columns and oriel windows in the form of Jharokas. 

The interior is composed of ranges of apartments alternating with 
open terraces, communication being obtained by means of passages and 
corridors. 

Besides this, one thing which is common in every building is that 
every structure has an arcaded portal, with double or triple story effect. 

A detailed study of the architectural features of these palaces would 
reveal the general features of the Bundela architecture, which 
unfortunately so far has eluded a proper study. 
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